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The Human Dimension of Elections

How Poll Workers Shape Public Confidence in Elections

Thad E. Hall
University of Utah

J. Quin Monson
Brigham Young University

Kelly D. Patterson
Brigham Young University

Voting technologies received considerable scrutiny after the 2000 election. However, the voter–poll worker interac-
tion is also of critical importance. Poll workers exercise discretion and implement policies in ways that directly affect
the voting experience. The authors examine the relationship between voters’ perceptions of the poll worker job per-
formance and measures of voter confidence. In an ordered logit model, the perception of poll workers is a significant
predictor of voter confidence even in the presence of numerous controls. The results suggest that overlooking the
recruitment and training of competent poll workers can have a detrimental effect on voter confidence.

Keywords: elections and voting behavior; public opinion and political participation; public administration

This article examines the role that poll workers
play in the perceptions that voters have about the

overall quality of elections and democracy more gen-
erally. Although the 2000 election opened up a wide-
ranging examination of the electoral process in the
United States, there has been little consideration
given to the role of administration and management
in the electoral process and in confidence in election
outcomes (cf. Hall 2003; Alvarez and Hall 2006).
Many studies have examined the performance of vot-
ing technologies (e.g., Alvarez, Ansolabehere, and
Stewart 2005; Ansolabehere and Stewart 2005), the
implementation of various reforms like all-vote-by-
mail in Oregon (e.g., Hanmer and Traugott 2004), the
partisan nature of electoral administration (Kimball,
Kropf, and Battles 2006), and the consequences of
reform (e.g., Berinsky 2005). These studies have
greatly expanded our understanding of specific aspects
of elections, especially the role of voting technology
and voting methods on vote counting and participa-
tion. However, little is known about how the activities
that occur within polling places on Election Day affect
whether individuals have confidence in the way elec-
tions are administered as well as election outcomes.

This article has three components. First, we exam-
ine the role of poll workers and polling place activi-
ties in the election process and consider how they are
similar to street-level bureaucracies. As street-level
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bureaucrats, poll workers can exercise discretion in
ways that directly affect the experience of the voter.
In addition, other polling place experiences, like
having to wait in line, can also shape the voter’s expe-
rience. Second, we examine the level of satisfaction
that voters have toward various components of the
voting process. Third, we then consider how a voter’s
satisfaction with the poll workers might affect how
voters view two key attributes of elections: (1) confi-
dence that the current election process produces fair
election outcomes and (2) confidence that the ballot
was counted accurately.

Street-Level Bureaucracy 
and the Poll Worker

Although there has been a substantial focus on the
role of voting technologies in elections since the
2000 election, the voter–poll worker interaction is of
critical importance. Unfortunately, there is not an
extensive literature in political science or public
administration regarding poll workers. The small lit-
erature that exists finds that poll workers are
autonomous individuals working in many cases with-
out direct supervision by managers; this autonomy
creates numerous principal-agent problems for elec-
tion officials (e.g., Alvarez and Hall 2006;
MacDonald and Cain 2005; Bassi, Morton, and
Trounstine 2006). To use the language of Brehm and
Gates (1997), through working, shirking, or sabotage,
poll workers can affect whether voters have a positive
or negative voting experience.

Given the discretionary judgment they exercise in
polling places, poll workers often make decisions that
affect the quality of the voting experience. For
example, a poorly run polling place may have long
and confusing lines. Even when election supervisors
make mistakes such as misallocating machines, poll
workers are the ones who face the voters and must
cope with finding solutions to problems created by
the supervisors (Alvarez and Hall 2006). Poll work-
ers also decide to what extent they will follow laws
and procedures. Historically, poll workers imple-
mented many of the most egregious forms of election
disenfranchisement by enforcing literacy tests, poll
taxes, and similar barriers to voting (Keyssar 2000;
Kousser 1974; Bassi, Morton, and Trounstine 2006).
Additionally, survey data of polling places in Los
Angeles County in 2002 found that poll workers var-
ied in their knowledge of basic voting rights and elec-
tion procedures (Barreto, Marks, and Woods 2004).
For example, almost 30 percent of the head poll

workers surveyed stated that every voter had to show
identification in order to vote, which is in direct
conflict with California law governing voter identifi-
cation. Additionally, 25 percent of polling places had
not posted the “Voter Bill of Rights,” a large poster
that states a voter’s rights at the polls, in the polling
place. These differences may in part be attributable to
training, which has been found to vary widely across
counties (MacDonald and Cain 2005).

The findings of the study of elections in Los
Angeles are supported by evidence from other recent
elections. For example, seven thousand voters in
Orange County, California were given the wrong bal-
lots in the 2004 primary election, which may have
changed the outcome of several races (Sacramento
Bee 2004). The Election Reform Information Project
received several reports during the 2004 general elec-
tion of poll workers not knowing how to use and
issue provisional ballots (Cobb and Hedges 2004).
Similarly, some voters in California noted that poll
workers gave out inaccurate information and often
did not seem to know what they were doing
(MacDonald and Cain 2005). In specific instances in
Ohio and Missouri, respectively, only an intervention
by election lawyers led poll workers to issue provi-
sional ballots or accept a utility bill as a form of iden-
tification (Cobb and Hedges 2004). In Nebraska, poll
workers in several precincts were overwhelmed by
voters, which led to long lines and to some precincts
running out of ballots (Kotok 2004).

The difficulty finding poll workers may exacerbate
some of these problems. As one person in the Secretary
of State’s office in California noted, “[The counties]
only care about them [the poll workers] breathing. As
long as they do that and have a warm body, they’re
qualified” (MacDonald and Cain 2005, 134). Further-
more, the potential for poll worker error increases when
the law changes. For example, changes in the provi-
sional voting law in Colorado led poll workers to not
give out provisional ballots to qualified voters, accord-
ing to several interest groups who monitor elections
(Crist 2004).

Whether the problems occur through sabotage or
shirking or simply in the course of implementing a
complex process, these cases related to poll workers
are not unique, something that led one election official
to note that “poll workers are the Achilles’ heel of the
elections process” and another to note that “it seems
remarkable that more problems do not occur” (Lush
2004). We treat all of these problems as conceptually
similar when assessing their effect on the quality of the
voting experience. We would expect voters who are
turned away from a polling location or who stand in
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long lines to evaluate poll workers just as harshly as
those who are treated rudely or who must endure a poll
worker who does not know what to do. All of these
encounters seem to be part of a larger concept of ser-
vice that the poll worker would be expected to provide
with a certain amount of competence and courtesy (L.
L. Price, Arnould, and Deibler 1995).

The evidence from the media and the Barreto,
Marks, and Woods (2004) work notwithstanding, poll
workers are often characterized as kindly volunteers
doing a civic duty. Rarely are poll workers considered
an arm of the government or as a provider of a service,
even though they clearly operate as extensions of a
government agency and do provide a service to the
voter.1 And as the data from Los Angeles illustrate,
although there are differences between the interactions
that a client has with a welfare worker and the interac-
tion a citizen has with a poll worker, the poll worker
has the opportunity and power to act as a street-level
bureaucrat. The historic use of poll workers to enforce
discriminatory activities, especially the disenfran-
chisement of African Americans in the South and
immigrants in New York, further supports the view of
poll workers as extensions of the state (Keyssar 2000).

The role of street-level bureaucrats in public policy
and administration has been a subject of great interest
to scholars for more than twenty years. For example,
research has focused on how street-level bureaucrats
view issues of social justice (Kelly 1994), how they
affect decision making and make policy in public orga-
nizations (Lipsky 1980; Prottas 1978, 1979), how they
affect implementation (Keiser, Mueser, and Choi 2004;
Maynard-Moody, Musheno, and Palumbo 1990), how
they use their discretion (Scott 1997), and how their
discretion can be limited (Brehm and Gates 1997;
Maupin 1993; Sowa and Selden 2003). Often, the ratio-
nale for studying street-level bureaucrats is in examin-
ing the level of autonomy that they have and how such
autonomy can be constrained (Stone 1981). For example,
Brehm and Gates (1997, 10–21) note that government
workers can engage in accomplishing policy, under-
mining policy, or avoiding work altogether.

Lipsky (1980) argues that this autonomy puts street-
level bureaucrats in the position of making government
policy and decisions that affect the lives of the citi-
zenry through their everyday actions. According to
Lipsky (1980, xii), “Public policy is not best under-
stood as made in legislatures or top-floor suites of
high-ranking administrators, because in important
ways it is actually made in the crowded offices and
daily encounters of street workers.” The decision of the
street-level bureaucrat represents the policy that the

citizen who seeks out government service receives,
regardless of whether the service reflects what 
that person should receive under law. In the case of
elections, poll workers make such decisions in the
interactions voters have at the polls on Election Day.
Poll workers configure the polling place, determine
where and how voter information is displayed, deter-
mine whether a voter is eligible to vote—and, if not,
whether the voter is given a provisional ballot or told
to go to a different precinct. Poll workers are also in a
position to treat voters differently in how they interact
with them. For example, a poll worker may give better
instructions on how to correctly complete a ballot to
some voters than to others.2

Although many people focus on the decision-
making and policy-making powers of street-level
bureaucrats, powers that are clearly illustrated in the
examples from Los Angeles, we are especially inter-
ested in Lipsky’s (1980) discussion of how citizens are
both consciously and subconsciously reactive to how
they are treated by street-level bureaucrats.3 Numerous
studies of public attitudes regarding their interactions
with government have been conducted. Goodsell
(1994, chap. 2) discusses the Harris Poll results to a
series of questions about whether people were satisfied
with their experience with the government and whether
they found people in government agencies were helpful
or not helpful. He finds that the public tends to see the
federal government as more helpful than state or local
governments and is more satisfied with federal actors.
By contrast, more than one-third of respondents
find local governments to be not helpful and are not sat-
isfied with their experience. Moreover, in state-level
data from Michigan from the 1970s, 43 percent of
respondents were very satisfied with their bureaucratic
encounter, and 43 percent also thought the government
agency they encountered was very efficient. Additi-
onally, 76 percent of respondents thought they were
treated fairly. Goodsell (2004, chap. 2) reports data
from Virginia that finds that the public tends to be pos-
itive about local public services, with between 81.3 and
91.5 percent of respondents finding services from the
fire department to public schools to public recreation to
be either excellent or good. It seems reasonable to con-
clude that the more helpful a government is, the more
positive the public’s assessment of it will be.

We are interested in assessing the public interactions
citizens have with poll workers. Specifically, we are
interested in examining how a person’s interaction
with poll workers affects the person’s attitudes about
the policy and goals related to the activity in question.
Other work has examined the interaction between
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voters and poll workers and its direct effect on the vot-
ers’ assessments of poll worker job performance
(Claassen et al. 2008). In elections, the experience that
voters have with street-level bureaucrats may also
directly affect the views that the public has about the
democratic process. If voters have a poor experience
with their poll worker, it could affect their view of the
electoral process more broadly, since this is seen by
many as an integral component of the voting process.
Previous research has shown that the 2000 election
affected people’s perceptions of government broadly.
For example, V. Price and Romantan (2004) found that
the experience of the 2000 election affected confidence
in government institutions, with confidence in the
Supreme Court and the presidency becoming more
polarized along party lines from August 2000 to
February 2001. Likewise, Hansen (2002, 121–30) found
that there was a marked decline in confidence in the fair-
ness of the last election after the 2000 election compared
to after the 1996 election. Granted, the 2000 election
dispute was a highly intense experience that continued
over thirty-seven days and provoked extensive media
coverage. We are examining a much smaller but more
pervasive issue, which is whether poll worker–voter
interactions affect the attitudes of voters regarding elec-
tion fairness and confidence in the vote counting
process. We argue that voter interactions with the elec-
tion system generate these forms of trust and that they
do not necessarily emanate from a voter’s general trust
in government. For example, in the one national study of
voter confidence, the authors review the literature on
trust in government and confidence and note that there
is no a priori reason to assume that confidence in the
voting process is a subcategory of general trust in gov-
ernment (Alvarez, Hall, and Llewellen 2008).

In our analysis, we examine the experience that
voters had interacting with poll workers and how this
experience varies across demographic groups. Our
expectations here are somewhat limited. Some previ-
ous research would suggest that more vulnerable
populations—the old, the less educated, the less
affluent—will have less efficacious interactions with
street-level bureaucrats (e.g., Lipsky 1980). However,
other work suggests that some street-level bureau-
crats work very hard to compensate for any biases
and attempt to promote fair outcomes for all (e.g.,
Kelly 1994). The typical view of the poll worker as
the conscientious volunteer makes the latter option as
likely as the former. This may be especially true if the
voter knows the poll worker (Nelson 1981).

Based on previous research on public confidence in
elections and on the importance of government–citizen

interactions on government performance, we expect
several factors to affect the confidence and satisfaction
measures identified above. First, we expect the quality
of the interaction between the citizen and the poll work-
ers to affect public confidence and satisfaction. We
measure these attributes of poll workers using ques-
tions eliciting the respondent’s evaluation of his or her
experience at the polling place, specifically his or her
evaluation of the poll worker. Second, we expect parti-
sanship to affect satisfaction and confidence, with the
winning partisans (Republicans) having more confi-
dence than the losing partisans (Democrats). Previous
research (V. Price and Romantan 2004) suggests that
partisan affiliations should factor into public confi-
dence. We assume that voters pay attention to the most
prominent races in recent elections and that it is win-
ning or losing in these races, and not some less visible
race, that introduces partisan evaluations (Llewellyn,
Hall, and Alvarez 2008). Third, we asked a set of stan-
dard demographic questions. Here, there is some
expectation that older and better educated voters will be
more confident and satisfied, given their previous expe-
riences with voting and their knowledge of the system.

Data and Methodology

To examine how Election Day experiences affect
public confidence in elections, we conducted four
surveys. Beginning in 1982 and in every biennial
general election since then, the Center for the Study
of Elections and Democracy (CSED) at Brigham
Young University has successfully conducted a
statewide exit poll in Utah. Three exit polls were con-
ducted on Election Day in November 2006: the
statewide exit poll in Utah and exit polls in Franklin
County, Ohio, and Summit County, Ohio. The exit
polls employ a stratified multistage cluster sample
patterned after the sample design developed for
national exit polls (Grimshaw et al. 2004; cf.
Mitofsky and Edelman 1995). Survey data examining
the 2004 election are from the Utah Voter Poll (UVP),
a postelection Internet survey of Utah voters con-
ducted between June 22 and July 1, 2005, with a
probability sample drawn from exit poll participants
from the 2004 Utah exit poll conducted by CSED.

During the 2004 election, most counties in the
state of Utah were still using a punch card voting sys-
tem that had been in place for many years.4 Both vot-
ers and poll workers were quite familiar with the old
system. The 2004 election was the last statewide
general election on the old punch card system. To
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comply with the requirements of the Help America
Vote Act (HAVA), Utah adopted the Diebold TSX
touch-screen voting system for the 2006 elections.
The system was first used in a June 2006 primary and
then in the November 2006 general election. The
importance of examining these two elections is that
they represent two very different voting experiences—
one with familiar, paper-based equipment and the
other with an entirely new electronic system. This
allows us to examine the effect of poll workers on
voter confidence while some significant changes in
the election system are occurring.

Ohio was of interest to the project for two reasons.
First is the significant attention election administration
and the voting experience in Ohio received during the
2004 election. Second, like many other states, Ohio
made a statewide transition in voting machines during
the primary elections preceding the November 2006
elections. Summit and Franklin were selected because
they are “typical” of counties in Ohio; they have large,
diverse populations; they are close to major research
universities; and each county selected a different type
of voting equipment. All but two counties in Ohio
selected touch-screen voting equipment, and Summit
is one of the two counties that did not. Summit County
uses an ES&S Model 100 precinct count optical scan
system, and Franklin County uses an ES&S iVotronic
DRE touch-screen voting machine. The Ohio data
allow us to examine differences across counties using
different voting technologies within the same state and
to add additional external validity to our findings.

In each survey, we asked survey respondents a
series of questions about their confidence in the elec-
tion process that were adapted from the National
Election Study. The following two questions serve as
the dependent variables in the subsequent analysis:

How confident are you that the current election
process in [Utah/Ohio] produces fair election
outcomes? (very confident, somewhat confi-
dent, not too confident, not at all confident)

How confident are you that your ballot [was/will
be] counted accurately [the 2004/in this] elec-
tion? (very confident, somewhat confident, not
too confident, not at all confident)

The 2006 Utah exit poll was designed to provide esti-
mates for election outcomes at both the congressional
district and statewide levels. The Ohio exit polls were
designed to provide vote estimates at the county
level. The samples in all three exit polls are a multi-
stage probability-proportionate-to-size (PPS) sample

of voters leaving 104 polling places in Utah and 50
polling places in each Ohio county on Election Day
in November 2006. In Utah, counties and then
polling places within counties are selected using PPS
sampling; in Ohio, polling places were selected using
PPS sampling. Within each voting place, voters are
selected systematically throughout Election Day
using a random start and a fixed interval. The values
for the sampling interval are based on a projected
turnout for each voting place using a past comparable
election. Interviewing begins when the polls open
and continues all day until voting ends. In Utah,
approximately 1,750 interviews were completed at
the 104 polling places in 2006. In Ohio, 50 polling
places were sampled in each county, with 1,113 com-
pleted surveys in Franklin County and 1,301 com-
pleted surveys in Summit County. The response rates
were 59 percent for Utah, 54 percent for Franklin
County, and 46 percent for Summit County.5

UVP participants are a panel of actual Utah voters
recruited on Election Day 2004 to be a part of occa-
sional Internet surveys about politics and public pol-
icy. As part of the 2004 Utah Colleges Exit Poll,
voters were selected using standard systematic sam-
pling procedures as they exited their polling place
and were then given information inviting them to join
the Internet survey panel. Thus, unlike Internet sur-
veys conducted with convenience samples, the sam-
pling pool for the UVP is a representative sample of
Utah voters. The initial sampling pool for the UVP
included 1,941 e-mail addresses. At the time of the
June 2005 UVP, 1,514 panel members had a valid 
e-mail address that received at least one e-mail. There
were 379 fully completed surveys with responses to
at least one question from 399 respondents.6 The
response rate was 26 percent.7

The actual survey questions referenced in this arti-
cle, the marginal frequencies, and additional informa-
tion about methodology and weighting procedures
are available as a supplementary appendix at http://
prq.sagepub.com.8

The Public Interaction with the Street-
Level Bureaucracy

We start our analysis by considering how the vot-
ers rated the job that poll workers performed. As
Table 1 shows, in the 2005 Internet survey, evaluat-
ing the 2004 election, we find that there are differ-
ences based on income, education, race, and party
affiliation. Poor voters—those with incomes under
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$25,000—were much less likely to rate the job per-
formance of the poll worker as excellent, compared
to other income categories. However, those in the
next highest income category—between $25,000
and $39,000—had the second highest rating. For
education, the results are more linear; respondents
with a high school education or less rated the job of
precinct poll workers much lower than those with a
postgraduate education and 7 percentage points
lower than individuals with some college education.
Likewise, nonwhites rated the experience lower than
whites. Republicans had very high ratings—two-
thirds rated the poll workers excellent—compared to
just more than half of Democrats and 37.8 percent of
independents.9 Men also rated their experience with
their poll workers lower than did women.10 Similar

findings exist in the 2006 Utah survey results, but the
differences are less pronounced.

The findings from Ohio tell a similar story but
with some interesting differences. Unlike Utah, gen-
der does not make much of a difference in the ways
in which voters in Franklin and Summit counties
evaluate the quality of the poll workers, although
overall ratings are more positive for the poll workers
in Franklin County. Similar to Utah, though, age mat-
ters in both Ohio counties, with older voters generally
providing more positive evaluations than younger
voters. The effects for income are roughly similar
between Utah and the Ohio counties, with higher-
income voters generally evaluating the poll workers
more favorably. However, the relationship in the two
Ohio counties is not as pronounced. Voters at the

512 Political Research Quarterly

Table 1
Poll Worker Job Rating by Demographics (in percentages)

2004 2006

Variable Category Utah Utah Franklin Summit

Gender Female 63.5 81.4 70.3 65.2
Male 55.2 77.0 72.2 64.4
n 380 1,589 1,027 1,196

Age 18–24 41.1 71.8 54.5 46.2
25–34 64.4 76.9 66.7 50.0
35–44 56.0 74.7 70.0 67.0
45–54 62.2 78.8 75.8 68.9
55–64 67.3 83.3 77.7 69.5
65+ 68.6 88.9 72.3 74.7
n 379 1,587 1,011 1,199

Income Less than $25,000 45.8 74.4 67.3 61.0
$25,000–$39,000 68.6 77.7 66.2 67.7
$40,000–$49,000 58.7 76.2 79.8 65.5
$50,000–$74,999 62.4 77.7 69.3 65.1
$75,000–$99,999 70.0 81.0 78.0 62.1
More than $100,000 58.5 84.0 68.8 66.8
n 371 1,510 967 1,126

Educational attainment High school graduate or less 51.7 76.9 73.7 68.3
Some college 58.7 78.5 75.1 61.7
College graduate 62.2 79.5 66.4 65.2
Postgraduate 66.1 84.4 70.9 62.6%
n 380 1,608 1,032 1,212

Race White 60.0 80.5 73.7 65.6
Nonwhite 56.3 69.0 62.8 59.6
n 381 1,592 1,028 1,203

Party identification Democrat 51.6 74.2 66.9 63.8
Independent 37.8 75.3 75.0 64.7
Republican 66.8 82.9 76.3 66.6
n 367 1,514 973 1,172

Religious affiliation Mormon 63.3 81.9 — —
Other religious 51.7 73.6 — —
Nonreligious 55.4 75.8 — —
n 379 1,532 — —

Note: Cells contain percentage of respondents who rated the poll worker job performance as excellent.
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highest income levels in Franklin and Summit coun-
ties are not as likely to rate the poll workers as favor-
ably as voters in some lower-income brackets.
Education also produces a slightly different effect in
the two Ohio counties than it does in Utah. In Utah,
more educated voters evaluated the poll workers
more positively than less educated voters. However,
the relationship is reversed in both Franklin and
Summit counties, with more educated voters often
giving more critical evaluations than less educated
voters. The relationship between the two variables is
not monotonic, but it is different from Utah.

Similar to the relationship found in Utah, white
voters in Franklin and Summit counties are more
likely to rate the poll workers positively than are non-
white voters. Almost 74 percent of white voters in
Franklin County and almost 66 percent in Summit
County rate the poll worker job performance as excel-
lent. Only 63 percent of nonwhites in Franklin County
and 60 percent in Summit County provide the same
rating. Finally, and possibly reflecting recent electoral
fortunes, Democrats in both counties are less likely to
give poll workers excellent ratings, although this
result is not pronounced in Summit County.

Overall, we generally find low-income, low-
education, and minority voters generally reporting a
lower-quality experience compared to their high-
income, high-education, and white counterparts.
Additionally, we also see a partisan dimension here,
with Democrats rating the experience lower than
Republicans.

Polling Worker Interactions
and Public Confidence

We now turn to Tables 2 and 3, where we examine
how respondents answer the two questions related to
trust and confidence in the electoral process. The first
question, shown in Table 2, is “How confident are
you that the electoral process produces fair election
outcomes?” Being very confident in a fair outcome
varies across a number of factors, including educa-
tion, race, partisanship, religious affiliation (in Utah),
and the ratings of the poll worker.11 Four of these
independent variables are of particular interest to us.
First, looking at the Utah data, educational attainment
is positively correlated with confidence in fair out-
comes. However, the same relationship does not hold
for the two Ohio counties, where education does not
seem to produce any effect. Race does not produce
any effect in Utah, where the number of minority

respondents is relatively small. However, in both
Ohio counties, large differences exist between whites
and nonwhites.

With regard to partisanship, Republicans in all of
the jurisdictions and in all of the surveys are more
likely to report that the election process produces fair
outcomes. However, the percentages in Utah (71.9
percent and 74.0 percent) are much higher than the
percentages reported for Franklin (66.5 percent) and
Summit (53.9 percent) counties. Finally, although
there is a significant spread on all of the variables that
measure the quality of the voting experience, the
largest one is the respondent’s rating of the job per-
formance of the poll worker. Almost 72 percent of
those individuals from the 2004 Utah survey who
rated their experience with their poll worker as excel-
lent were very confident in the fairness of the elec-
toral outcome. Only 34.6 percent were confident that
the election process produces a fair outcome for any
other rating of the poll worker. The difference was
almost 20 percentage points in Franklin and Summit
counties, although both of the counties started from a
lower baseline. Consequently, as hypothesized, the
voter–poll worker interaction is important to a voter’s
attitude about the fairness of electoral outcomes.

The second question, shown in Table 3, asked,
“How confident are you that your ballot was counted
accurately in 2004?” We see again that education,
party affiliation, race, and the voting experience pro-
duce interesting differences. The patterns are, how-
ever, similar to those exhibited in Table 2. In the
Utah surveys, educational attainment matters, but
there is no linear effect in the data from the two Ohio
counties.

Almost three-fourths of Republicans in Utah were
very confident that their ballot was counted accu-
rately, compared to 34 percent of Democrats.
Seventy-four percent of Republicans in Franklin
County and almost 67 percent in Summit County
were very confident. Democrats were less confident
in Franklin County (39.6 percent) than they were in
Summit County (45.4 percent). Race also plays a
factor in all four surveys. White respondents in all
three electoral jurisdictions express more confidence
in the accuracy of the ballot counting than nonwhite
respondents. The gap is about 14 percentage points in
the two Ohio counties and about 11 percentage points
in the 2006 Utah exit poll.

Almost three-quarters of those in Utah who rated
their poll worker interaction excellent were very confi-
dent that their vote was counted accurately, compared
to 40.6 percent for the other rating categories.12 Slightly
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more than 60 percent of those who rated their poll
worker interaction excellent in Franklin and Summit
counties were very confident that their ballot would be
counted accurately. Similar to Utah, only about 40 per-
cent of voters in the two Ohio counties who gave their
poll workers another rating expressed such confidence.
Again, we see the importance of voter–poll worker
interactions in the voters’ confidence regarding whether
their ballots were counted accurately. Given that poll
workers are the individuals responsible for getting the
ballots to the central election administration at the end

of the election—as well as doing the ballot counting in
many states—a voter can reasonably link the poll
worker to the counting of their ballot.

A multivariate analysis will give the clearest picture
of whether or not the voter–poll worker interaction, evi-
dent in the bivariate analysis, persists in the presence of
statistical control variables. Given the ordinal nature of
the confidence and satisfaction questions, we examine
these data using ordinal logistic regression and present
the results of eight such models in Tables 4 and 5.13 The
partisanship and street-level bureaucracy variables (the

514 Political Research Quarterly

Table 2
Voter Confidence in Election Fairness by Demographics and Poll Worker Rating (in percentages)

Very Confident Current Election Process Produces Fair Outcomes

2004 2006

Variable Category Utah Utah Franklin Summit

Gender Female 55.6 60.3 39.7 34.7
Male 58.5 66.5 46.9 43.9
n 378 1,582 1,022 1,195

Age 18–24 51.9 57.7 29.9 42.6
25–34 59.3 58.9 31.5 36.9
35–44 51.4 66.3 51.4 44.3
45–54 56.0 65.0 44.0 36.6
55–64 66.7 65.8 50.9 40.2
65+ 60.0 66.5 37.0 34.5
n 377 1,578 1,006 1,196

Income Less than $25,000 48.3 54.2 42.0 32.4
$25,000–$39,000 65.7 55.4 27.3 36.8
$40,000–$49,000 53.3 63.9 39.8 29.7
$50,000–$74,999 49.5 64.4 43.9 34.3
$75,000–$99,999 64.0 66.5 53.8 46.6
More than $100,000 67.3 73.0 45.3 49.4
n 370 1,502 963 1,125

Educational attainment High school graduate or less 46.7 57.7 42.8 38.8
Some college 58.4 60.5 46.4 39.8
College graduate 59.6 67.3 40.4 39.8
Postgraduate 60.3 68.1 45.3 37.8
n 376 1,599 1,028 1,209

Race White/Caucasian 56.7 64.2 46.8 41.4
Nonwhite 60.0 60.0 32.3 29.2
n 378 1,583 1,023 1,200

Party identification Democrat 29.5 42.6 26.9 28.2
Independent 40.0 61.1 39.2 46.0
Republican 71.9 74.0 66.5 53.9
n 365 1,506 421 1,169

Religious affiliation Mormon 66.7 71.2 — —
Other religious 33.3 55.7 — —
Nonreligious 38.5 36.4 — —
n 377 1,525 — —

Rating of poll worker Excellent 71.6 68.6 49.1 46.6
Other rating 34.6 44.0 29.7 28.1
n 385 1,672 1,093 1,284

Note: Cells contain the percentage of respondents who said they were very confident in response to each question.
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job performance rating of the poll worker) are the most
consistent across all eight models and reflect the bivari-
ate results presented in Tables 2 and 3.

Across all models, the general inferences are the
same for all key variables. The primary difference is
that in Ohio, the baseline level of confidence is lower
compared to Utah. Examining specific factors we see
that compared to the baseline category of indepen-
dents,14 Republicans are uniformly more likely to
view the questions in a more positive direction, 
scoring each dependent variable in its highest, most

positive category, and Democrats are uniformly more
likely to be negative, scoring each dependent variable
lower. We also see that rating the job performance of
a poll worker as excellent continues to produce high
levels of confidence. That this effect holds firm in the
face of a host of control variables suggests that 
the effect of the voter–poll worker interaction is real.
The literature on the importance of street-level
bureaucrats suggested this possibility, but to our
knowledge, this is the first time this effect has been
reported. There are some other statistically significant

Hall et al. / The Human Dimension of Elections 515

Table 3
Voter Confidence in Ballot Counting by Demographics and Poll Worker Rating (in percentages)

Very Confident Ballot Was Counted Accurately

2004 2006

Variable Category Utah Utah Franklin Summit

Gender Female 59.1 70.4 52.9 50.9
Male 63.7 73.2 57.0 57.5
n 379 1,553 1,013 1,192

Age 18–24 50.0 74.6 47.0 46.8
25–34 72.2 71.5 38.7 49.7
35–44 57.3 71.6 62.9 55.9
45–54 57.3 71.2 55.1 54.9
55–64 67.3 71.9 64.4 58.4
65+ 62.9 73.0 54.2 53.5
n 380 1,551 998 1,192

Income Less than $25,000 49.2 67.3 53.7 50.7
$25,000–$39,000 68.1 65.3 43.1 55.2
$40,000–$49,000 55.3 75.9 47.3 41.7
$50,000–$74,999 54.8 73.9 56.9 52.6
$75,000–$99,999 80.4 71.1 67.1 63.5
More than $100,000 66.0 78.3 54.5 58.9
n 372 1,476 953 1,121

Educational attainment High school graduate or less 40.0 66.4 57.2 53.8
Some college 65.3 72.8 56.2 52.9
College graduate 63.6 72.6 51.2 57.2
Postgraduate 66.1 74.4 57.3 50.6
n 379 1,570 1,019 1,203

Race White/Caucasian 61.3 72.7 58.2 56.7
Nonwhite 56.3 64.0 44.0 43.1
n 380 1,555 1,015 1,193

Party identification Democrat 34.0 54.0 39.6 45.4
Independent 47.2 63.2 55.0 62.6
Republican 74.5 81.0 74.4 66.8
n 365 1,478 963 1,161

Religious affiliation Mormon 70.0 78.3 — —
Other religious 41.4 70.5 — —
Nonreligious 43.1 47.1 — —
n 380 1,498 — —

Rating of poll worker Excellent 74.7 76.0 61.2 62.0
Other rating 40.6 55.4 40.3 41.3
n 388 1,643 1,084 1,278

Note: Cells contain the percentage of respondents who said they were very confident in response to each question.
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coefficients in the models for some of the age dummy
variables, but the patterns appear to be idiosyncratic.
Neither the patterns for the age variables in the 
bivariate analysis in Tables 2 and 3 nor the multivari-
ate analysis in Tables 4 and 5 reveals a consistent
effect of age.

Given our interest in street-level bureaucrats and
their potential impact on confidence in the election
system, we convert the coefficients for the job perfor-
mance of the poll worker into predicted probabili-
ties.15 Table 6 contains the predicted probabilities of
each level of confidence in a fair outcome as the eval-
uation of the poll worker changes from zero
(good/fair/poor) to one (excellent),16 holding all the
other variables in the model constant at their modal
values.17 In Utah, when the evaluations of the poll
worker change from less than excellent to excellent,
the predicted probability of being very confident in
the fairness of the outcome rises from 0.38 to 0.74 in
2004. In 2006, this predicted probability rises from
0.57 to 0.77. There is a corresponding drop in the
probability of being somewhat confident from 0.54 to
0.25 in 2004 and from 0.36 to 0.20 in 2006. The prob-
ability of being not too confident or not at all confi-
dent in a fair election outcome remains relatively
constant and near zero, reflecting the reality that a
very small proportion of voters actually expressed
these attitudes. In both Ohio counties, the predicted
probabilities start at a lower baseline. Because voters

are actually distributed across all four categories, we
see real changes in predicted probabilities in response
to a change in the poll worker evaluation. However,
the changes have similar characteristics to the changes
in Utah. In Franklin (Summit) County, when the eval-
uation of the poll worker changes from less than
excellent to excellent, the predicted probability of
being very confident in the fairness of the outcomes
rises from 0.14 (0.12) to 0.24 (0.22). When we exam-
ine the not at all confident and not too confident
responses, as the evaluation of the poll worker
changes from less than excellent to excellent, there is
a decline in the predicted probabilities, as was hypoth-
esized. The probability of being somewhat confident
in the fairness of the outcome actually goes up slightly
in both counties, reflecting the lower baseline.

In the bottom half of Table 6, we present the find-
ings of a similar analysis for the predicted probabil-
ity of the voters’ confidence that their ballot was
counted accurately. The same patterns that were
found for the fairness of the election are found again
with the confidence dependent variable. In Utah, as
the voter’s evaluation of the poll worker moves from
less than excellent to excellent, we see a sizable
increase in 2004 and a large but comparably smaller
increase in 2006 in the probability that a voter thinks
that his or her ballot was counted accurately.
Likewise, in Franklin and Summit counties, there is
a very sizable increase in the probability that the
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Table 6
Predicted Probabilities for Fair Outcome and Confidence Ballot Will Be Counted Accurately

Not at All Not Too Somewhat Very 
Confident Confident Confident Confident

Poll  Poll  Poll  Poll  Probability
Worker Poll Worker Poll Worker Poll Worker Poll changes

Less Than Worker Less Than Worker Less Than Worker Less Than Worker for “very
Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent confident”

Fair outcome
Utah 2004 .02 .00 .06 .01 .54 .25 .38 .74 .36
Utah 2006 .02 .01 .05 .02 .36 .20 .57 .77 .20
Franklin County .12 .06 .25 .16 .50 .53 .14 .24 .10

Ohio 2006
Summit County .11 .05 .25 .15 .53 .57 .12 .22 .10

Ohio 2006
Counted accurately 

Utah 2004 .01 .00 .05 .01 .51 .25 .42 .73 .31
Utah 2006 .01 .00 .03 .01 .27 .15 .69 .83 .14
Franklin County .07 .03 .19 .10 .50 .46 .23 .40 .17

Ohio 2006
Summit County .03 .02 .11 .06 .51 .39 .35 .54 .18

Ohio 2006
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voter thinks that his or her ballot was counted accu-
rately based on the evaluation of the poll worker. In
Utah, we also see a corresponding decrease in the
probability of being somewhat confident that one’s
ballot was counted accurately and virtually no
change from zero for not at all confident and not too
confident. In Ohio, we again have more respondents
across all four levels of confidence in the ballot-
counting process, and so there is more movement
across the categories. As the poll worker evaluations
improve in the less confident categories, there is a
decline in the probability. This reflects that confi-
dence in the poll workers likely moves voters into
the very confident category.

A striking result in Table 6 is that in Utah, there is
a relatively high probability of being very confident
the ballot would be counted accurately even if the
evaluation of the poll worker is not excellent. At the
modal values, the probability of being very confident
begins above 0.69 and rises. The difference between
this high modal value in Utah, compared to the base-
line rates of 0.23 (0.35) rates in Franklin (Summit)
County, may be reflective of the problems that have
occurred in Ohio in recent elections and the high
level of media coverage that these problems have
received.

In each model, the evaluation of the poll worker
produces statistically significant effects and substan-
tively meaningful changes in predicted probabilities.
The probability changes are largely confined to the
top categories of the dependent variables in Utah, but
this is not too surprising, given the actual distribu-
tions of responses to those questions among Utah
voters. The notable result is that in a state that by all
accounts has clean elections and competent election
administration, the voters’ evaluations of the job the
poll workers are doing is a significant predictor of the
confidence in the outcome and their confidence that
the ballots are accurately counted.18

Conclusions and Implications

The razor-thin margin in the 2000 presidential
election and the subsequent controversies prodded
politicians and average citizens to take notice of the
mechanisms and laws that structure how Americans
vote. The public outcry resulted in legal reforms and
government investment in new voting technologies.
Various states sought ways to improve and modernize
the voting process. They changed their laws to clarify
the use of provisional ballots and purchased elec-
tronic voting machines or optical scan technologies

to replace the old punch card machines. They hoped
that such changes would help the public retain its
confidence in the voting process.

Most of the reforms, however, did not address a
critical aspect of the voting process: the poll workers
who administer the changes in the law or help citi-
zens understand new voting technology. The interac-
tion that voters have with poll workers at polling
places can exert a cost on voters. These “street-level
bureaucrats” can make the voting experience pleasant
and rewarding; they can also make it difficult and
miserable. Even though they work only a few days a
year, poll workers bridge the gap between what the
government intends and what the citizen experiences.
On Election Day, voters encounter the poll workers.
Voters rarely meet the county clerk or any other offi-
cial who organizes elections. Whether the poll worker
is “working, shirking, or sabotaging,” it is this front-
line administrator with whom the voter interacts.

We find that across all jurisdictions studied, poll
workers matter. When measuring the impact on confi-
dence that the current process produces a fair outcome
or that the ballot is counted accurately, the effect of the
quality of the poll worker remains consistent and sig-
nificant. These effects persist even when controlling
for the standard measures of socioeconomic status and
partisanship. When a voter rates the quality of the poll
worker as excellent, that voter is more likely to express
more confidence in the process.

The findings presented here suggest that more
research needs to be done on how the poll worker affects
the voting experience. We have only a single measure of
the job performance of the poll worker and cannot dis-
cern any additional information about what actions,
knowledge, or other characteristics of poll workers instill
more or less confidence in voters. In addition, we can
only infer from what voters report about the voting expe-
rience. A research design that includes information on
the characteristics of the voting place, the characteristics
of the poll workers, and the attitudes of the voters who
vote there would provide an even more valid assessment
of the importance of poll workers to the process.

However, as American democracy grapples with
the critical task of improving the election process, pol-
icy makers should not ignore one of the most impor-
tant lessons learned in other policy areas: The people
who apply the policy matter as much as the policy
itself. As one recent analysis of election administra-
tion in the 2004 election stated, “Administering elec-
tions requires ample resources. Administering them
well requires even more” (Highton 2006, 68). Our
results suggest that in addition to investing resources
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into improving the technology of voting by moving to
electronic voting equipment, as many jurisdictions are
poised to do under the HAVA, election administrators
should also invest significant resources into training
poll workers to use the new equipment and to other-
wise interact well with voters. Voter confidence in the
electoral process depends on it.

Notes

1. Even when poll workers operate to implement a party
election, such as a primary election, they are paid by the state for
the work they conduct and implement their work within a legal
framework designed by the state. They are recruited and trained
by the government.

2. The authors and other scholars have noted this level of dis-
cretion provided to poll workers in various election observation
studies. For example, see Alvarez, Atkeson, and Hall (2007).

3. See especially Lipsky (1980, 9–10, 93–94).
4. There were several counties in Utah that did not use the

punch card system. However, they were smaller counties that
were not counties selected in the sample for the exit poll. Only
voters who used the punch card system are included in the 2004
sample.

5. The response was calculated by dividing the number of
completed interviews by the total number of completed inter-
views and refusals. The 2006 Utah Colleges Exit Poll included
three distinct questionnaires, and the Ohio surveys had two dis-
tinct questionnaires. The sample sizes and response rates reported
here are for the questionnaire that included items about the vot-
ing experience. The response rates for the other questionnaires
are virtually identical. 

6. The margin of error for a simple random sample with a
sample size of 422 is about ±4.7 percent. For a slightly smaller
sample size (379), this would be about 5 percent. The 2004 Utah
Colleges Exit Poll has a more complicated sample design and a
“design effect” multiplier that will make the margin of error for
the Utah Voter Poll slightly higher. 

7. That is, 399/1514 = 26 percent. Potential respondents
were sent three invitations to participate, spaced a few days apart,
over the survey field period. Our decision to send three invita-
tions follows standard practices for Internet surveys seeking to
maximize response rates with minimal field time and disruption
to potential respondents. The marginal increase in completed sur-
veys after three invitations is extremely small. Our response rate
is actually higher than expected. Our inquiries with Web survey
firms suggested that given the length of the survey, a response
rate of about 20 percent was a reasonable expectation.

8. We thank Paul Herrnson of the University of Maryland
and his colleagues for generously sharing survey questionnaires
with us while we were in the early stages of questionnaire design
(see Herrnson et al. 2008).

9. The partisan difference here could be attributed to the
presence of partisan poll watchers at the polling place. In this sur-
vey, this is unlikely for two reasons. First, in Utah elections, poll
watchers are not commonplace. The state is not competitive for
most races and has a history of clean elections. Second, with the
exception of waiting in line, Republicans rate everything more

highly than Democrats. Moreover, the typical voter would likely
be unable to distinguish between partisan poll watchers and poll
workers in most contexts.

10. We did examine other aspects of voter–polling place
interactions in the Internet survey. Many individuals rated as
excellent the ease they had in finding their polling place (65.7
percent), the time spent waiting in line (50.8 percent), and the
helpfulness of the posted information (42.1 percent). Lower-
income individuals and individuals with a high school degree or
less were less likely to have an excellent experience finding
their polling place. There were similar results in the evaluation
of the amount of time an individual spent waiting in line. The
results for the helpfulness of posted information are somewhat
mixed. Nonwhites rated the helpfulness of posted information
much higher than did whites, and women rated it higher
than men. However, in a multivariate analysis, these factors
were generally not predictive. Therefore, we focused on the
voter–poll worker interactions.

11. We examined the issue of religion in Utah, given the
state’s unique Mormon religious culture. We do find religion is an
important variable in Utah. However, there is not a similar cul-
tural importance of a single religion in Ohio.

12. There is also an interesting dynamic between the two Utah
surveys. In 2006, Utah moved to electronic voting. Even with this
significant change, we still see similar gaps across education,
party affiliation, religion, and the poll worker question. However,
these gaps now occur from a higher level of confidence and sat-
isfaction. For example, in 2004, only 29.5 percent of Democrats
were very confident that the current election process produces
fair outcomes. By 2006, 42.6 percent of Democrats were very
confident that the current election process produced fair out-
comes. Because the survey mode also changed between 2004 and
2006, we note this finding somewhat tentatively. The change in
confidence may be related to the time between the election and
the survey in 2004, whereas in 2006, the survey was administered
on Election Day.

13. The distributions of both dependent variables are skewed,
with a large majority of respondents classifying in the top two
categories of the ordinal scales (very confident or somewhat con-
fident). With such skewed distributions, it is possible to recode
the dependent variables and estimate a simple logistic regression.
Doing so does not change the coefficients on the poll worker vari-
able and reproduces the major substantive findings in our analy-
sis using the ordered logistic regression model.

14. Following Keith et al. (1992), we code independent “lean-
ers” as if they are closet partisans. The baseline category includes
only “pure” independents.

15. We used the SPost program running under STATA 9.2
(Long and Freese 2006).

16. We used a dummy variable and collapsed categories
because so few respondents rated the job performance of the poll
worker as fair or poor.

17. We use the mode and not the mean because our indepen-
dent variables are either categorical or ordinal dummy vari-
ables. The modal values used in Table 6 were gender (male =
1), age (25–34 = 1), religion (Mormon = 1), find the polling
place (excellent = 1), parking (excellent = 1), waiting in line
(excellent = 0), posted information  (excellent = 0), party iden-
tification (Republican = 1), race, (white = 1), education (col-
lege graduate = 1), income ($50,000–$74,000 = 1).
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18. In results not shown, we can see similar effects for parti-
sanship and the evaluation of the poll workers for the voters’
overall level of satisfaction with democracy in the state.
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